Gide Bel

BY WILL F. JENKINS

here was a vast blue bow! which was the sky. Across
it, with agonizing slowness, there marched a brazen sun which poured
down light to dazzle and burn out the man’s eyes, and heat to broil the
brains in his skull. At intervals the blue bowl grew dark and was dotted
with stars, which ranged themselves in pairs like the eyes of a snake —
unwinking and cold and maliciously amused — and watched through the
night while the man recovered strength to endure the torture of another
day. There was a sea of infinite blueness, which heaved slowly up and down
and alternately reflected the blue bowl and the monstrotis aggregation of
star eyes. And there was the island, which was not more than fifty by fifteen
metres in extent.

Also, there was the rat, with which the man played a game with rather
high stakes, a game in which life was a side bet.

The man and the rat were not friends. No. When huge waves flung
the man scornfully upon the island, he thought himself the sole survivor
of his ship, and for twenty-four hours he disregarded every other thought
or observation in trying to salvage as much of the wreckage as he could.
He could not do much. During all that day and night colossal combers beat
upon the shore, overwhelming two-thirds of its length in sputtering spume.
There was then no sky or sea or any other thing but hurfling masses
of water and foam plunging upon and over and past the island. And the
island was only rock. There was no vegetation. There wasno shelter. There
was barely more than a foothold behind a steep upcropping of wet and
slippery stone. But now and again some fragment of the ship was pounded
senselessly upon that upcrop by the sea, and the man tried desperately to
salvage it.

He saved but litile. A dozen crates of fruit broke open and all their
contents went to waste upon rockery so continuously wave-swept as to be
past clinging to. Four separate times he saw masses of cargo-— some of
which must have been edible —surge past the island, infuriatingly near
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yfet in.lpossibly distant. And a life raft, floating

high in .. tl:le water, was deliberately smashed

anc‘l maliciously pounded before his eyes into

splintered wood and crumpled metal — and then
- the sea took that away too.

Beforf: the waves abated the man made sure
of some bits of wood and some cordage, and from
the life raft as it went to pieces he rescued a keg
o.f wa.ter and a canvas bag of hard sea bread-
biscuit. But there was nothing on which he could
h}?pe to leave the island, nor canvas to make a
:0 ?llte; and he h.ad not even a stick long enough to make a mast on which

y his con‘fesswn of helplessness and distress for the sea to look at

’1;3‘}11112 he did have a companion: the rat. .

e rat was huge. It was a wise and re i

| rat, : ; sourceful ship rat and had

I(I)l;: gculrtn}lll;lf and fero;lzlty of its race. Its body was almost thirty centimetrzls]
_ . come ashore without help from the :h
Perhaps clinging human-fashi o sy e oW

-fashion to one of the two masse
- s of spars and

Zggd?tglt{an now IOQged sec’urely on the island. But it had reached t}I:e island
S j?w of the man’s presence, and it knew exactly what the island

' 0 sustenance when the seas went down and the long, agonizin
procession of days began in which the sky was a vast blue bowl a;xd ab or
sun marched slowly across it. e
Wer;ﬁfllllszl ;2;1 Eaﬁpened, tthde Iznan took account of his prospects, which
e e counted his stores, He had tw: iscui
tainted with salt water, and e s,
ta ) a small keg of fresh water. Th i
mpressive mass of lumber, mostl i e sateate for
m ! \ y splintered and none suitabl
- ; able for th
no?;n'ti‘f}?;:?ér\?v E?Sf :Ol;?lﬁ even if thehman had possessed tools, which he dig
not. . e rope, attached to shattered spar
€ man had sixty dollars. That was all. bars. i & money bels
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He had no matches, but he found that with a small spike exfracted from
the wreckage he could strike a spark from the rock of the island. He had
nothing to cook, and therefore a fire was needless. But he picked cordage
into oakum* for tinder, and he arranged his stock of wood in a great pyre,
the smaller splinters lowest, so that from a single spark he could send up
a roaring beacon of flame and smoke to summon any ship he might sight
from the island. His stock of food and water was so trivial that he rationed
himself strictly. He could not actually live on such an infinitesimal portion
as he allotted himself for each day, but he would starve very slowly. He
would live longer and suffer longer. The will to live is not a matter of reason.
And then the days of waiting began as separate Gehennas™ of heat and

thirst and hopelessness.
There was no shade. There was no

The sun by day was horrible.
shelter. There was no soil. There was only fissured, tumbled rock. The man
scorched, panting in the baking heat, and gazed with smarting eyes at'the
horizon. He looked for a ship, though he could not really hope for one. In

the morning he ate his strictly allotted ration, drank a very little waler, and
during the nighthe gathered strength to suffer through another day. From
the amount of food and drink he possessed, he had calculated exactly how
long he could live upon the island. He did not ask himself why he should

wish to.
It was probably the seventh

was also on the island.
He had picked up the canvas bag which held the sea biscuits. It should
as small. But as he lifted the

have been nearly full. His daily ration w
bag, something fell at his feet. There was a hole in the bag. A fine white
powder sifted out of it, spreading it in the air. At his feet was half a biscuit,

irregularly gnawed. The tooth marks were clearly those of arat.
p. He regarded the hole and the gnawed

The man’s heart tried to sto
biscuits with a sort of stupefied horror. Then he swiftly counted the
contents of the bag. He should have had nineteen biscuits. Instead he had
sixteen and the fragment which was less than a half. More than a week of
life had been taken from him.
He had no real hope of rescue, 0
a waste of sea, It might or might not be on
If it was charted, ships would avoid it as a
instinct to cling to life is too strong for mere reason

or eighth day when he learned that the rat

f course. The island was a speck in
the charts. He did not know.
danger to navigation. But the
to controvert. The

* oakum: loose fibres made by picking apart old ropes used for caulking a ship’s timbers

+ Gehenna: hell; a place of torment and misery
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ginhs(;) Il;airrlld;l SI;OOkAII;Ig lrfar}(lefully unravelled a strand of rope. He tied up
e bag. e had apportioned his suppli ep hi i
for a certain number of da i D o e hin alve
ys. He could not bring himself
hour of that scheduled time. Si oo bl beon (b e
. . Since a part of his food had b
him, he desperately resol i i et thor
m, he des y resolved to cut down his ration to make up for the thett.
‘ He chewr::d the reduced fraction of sea biscuit,
which was his daily food, with exhaustive care.
He made 1'1: last a very long time. He watched the
horizon with dazzled, reddened eyes. He was al-
.ready h}lngry allthe time. He had hunger cramps
in th{.? night. His knees felt oddly exhausted when
he cllmb'ed about the wave-rounded mass which
was the island, but he resolutely made the jour-
ney. He watched all day. He saw nothing. When
nfght came he drank the few swallows he allowed
himself, He tied the bag to a spliced stick and
proliped it up so that it hung in midair. He slept.
- ;1 tlilfhmornmg the b.ag was on the ground again. The rat had gnawed
thro gh the cord upho!dmg it. There were only twelve biscuits left, and the
" saw a floury scraping on the rock, two metres from the bag wilich told
im %hat the rat had carried off one hiscuit uneaten. ’ ’
Squarhe ma.n knew hatre.d now. And he made a savage search of every
rectioi c;{)ltml(}it;te of the island. It was not difficult. Fifty metres in one di
. About fifteen in another. Nothing of any si i -
: y size could hide, but th
were cracks and crevices and miniat i , uld
- ' ure caverns in which the rat coul
conceal himself during the search. Th o
. The man found one tiny, crumb
where the rat had eaten, at leisure, food which was more than t}{ep]ri(;i

.?;Ito:lwed limimself for three days. And he came to have an inkling of how the
_ rank. Even now, the small crevices in the rocks were cool. Undoubt-

edly moisture condensed upon their surfaces during the night and the rat

licked it. It would serve a rat, but no human could live that way.

But he did not find the rat. He did not even catch a glimpse of it, but by

nis time he hated it with an emotion far past any hatred people ordinarily

know.
; .s;}ilr?tte?;%}hﬁlgrl:( mail’ts rafe kept him from sleeping. He had a section
not teo heavy to he a club. He put out the b i
; . ag of bis-
g;:lsezs(})all‘i and sat on guard beside it. The sun sank. The vast blie b})):nsrl
ect ar h?nd very many-pairs of malevolent stars shone out, to look
pon him and watch him maliciously. His hands shook with hatred
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The sea soughed and gurgled among the irregular rocks about the shore-

line. The man waited, hating.
But he was very weak. He woke suddenly. His club, held ready, had

fallen with a crash to the rock before him. The sound has roused him, He
heard the scurrying of tiny feet. The rat, scuttling away.

-The canvas bag was a good metre from where it had been. The rat had
been trying to drag it to its own hiding-place.

The man made inarticulate noises of fury. He knew, now, that the rat

would seek to prey upon him for food as long as the two of them lived upon

the island. That is the instinct of rats. And in any case he would have tried

to Kkill the rat if he saw it, because that is the instinct of men. Bul here the

conflict of instincts became more than inevitable. It became deadly. Both

the man and the rat could not live upon this island. If the man lived, the rat
died. If the man died, the chance of the rat for survival would be directly
and specifically increased.

But the man was too weak to think very clearly. He had found a rock
with a hollow'in it. He put the bag of biscuits there and lay down, The rat
could not reach the biscuits without first gnawing the man. But the man
slept fitfully and even through his dreams there moved a hazy, groping
thought. The rat must die, or he must...

Tn the morning the man chewed his ration for hours. 1t was the fraction
of a sea biscuit. He savoured every particle of flavour it possessed. The
heat beat upon him. He panted, watching the unchanging horizon benecath
a brazen sun. He kept his body wetted with seawater so that he would not
need to drink. But already he suffered severely from thirst, And then, to-

ward nightfall, he saw the rat.
utlying rock which was perhaps ten

It was swimming toward an o
metres from the main island. The rock was certainly no more than two
h above the slow, smooth swells

metres across and rose perhaps that muc

which forever swayed across the sea.
The rat reached the base of the rock. Tt swam about it trying to find

gripping places for its paws. The man watched in a passion of sheer hatred
until it disappeared. Then he moved closer. He heard its paws scratching
and scrambling, out of sight. Presently its pointed muzzle appeared on top
of the small rock. It went sniffing here and there, Suddenly it stopped stock-
still. It began to eat. And the man smelled something tainted. Perhaps a
dead fish flung to the top of the rock by a wave or swell. Perhaps a gull or
tern which had died there recently. Whatever it was, the rat ate it.

The man trembled all over with hatred. He could no longer compute
the anguish he had suffered, of hunger with buta tantalizing morsel of food

-
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flig? anl;)i of thirst with but enough of lukewarm water barely to moisten
T[;ls. ut the rat had enough of water, somehow, and now it fed!
timber;e ggnwzzﬁlbleéi bafik to his utterly useless cache of shattered
ered cordage. He thought bitterly of th ’
body. Of its unshrunken m i A suddent mo i
uscles. Of its sleek fur. And in hi
hatred he envisioned rending it i . ey s
ing it limb from limb — suddenly h it i
new light. From a thing to be hat ot suddonty e
ed and destroyed, the rat sud
came a fascinating, an infinitel i i ’ ey b
, y desirable thing, Th i
he thought of the rat, his mouth watered. & The man was sarving. As
rat,s’rélfaicllégm?ns of'thfle game now were wholly clear. If the man died, the
of survival would be directly increased, If th ied,
: . e rat died, th
hma;iln vlvoulg live longer at least by days. So the rat must die, or the man. T I‘iee
[1; ayed a deadly game before. Now the side bet — of life — was e}; lici‘f
ays passed. The sun rose and there was a . s
vast blue bowl which was the sky. The sun sank
and a multitude of stars gazed down. The man
gave all his thought, now, to the game. He did
not even glance at the horizon. He grew rapidly
weaker, but his whole thought was fixed upon
the co.nstructi0n of elaborate snares and traps
by which the rat might be captured. He made
tl}em, and tl.ley failed, because he could not bring
himself to risk even a scrap of food for bai,
Then he made a bow and arrow. It was
f:lumsy and crude, and it would be hopelessly
;Igicilirl;ate, (}::{)ecause he had no tools. When he had made the weapo he
ntthree days stalking the rat over the une i ’
7 : _ face of the island
of the time he had to crawl, be is woaknes Lt i
G » because of his weakness. Much i '
knew where the rat was. S i it beraten the e
: . Snme of the time he ev i
bad stown boldor ot : en saw it, because the rat
e SronT ¢ man’s weakness had forced him to crawl rather
ir;{l‘lée first day’s stalking brought no results. Nor the second. But on the
ﬁniteaza; etve?{ t}}:.e rat was starving now —the man’s persistence and
ook him to where he saw the rat clearly. I i
' . It was sleepin
€ man crept closer, centimetre b i . Fless
‘ , \ y centimetre. He moved with breath
ion. He saw, though he did not real oo
& : , alize, that the rat’s ribs now sho
ml;flljl 1tls gu‘. Its eyes were rimmed with red. It was no longer sleek\zsg
‘ scled. It was shabby and unkempt and almost as emaciated as the

e man drew his solitary arrow back. But he had not realized his

e
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weakness. His heart pounded hysterically. His eyes glared. His mouth
slobbered in horrible anticipation. His hands shook. And when he had
drawn back the arrow to the fullest extent of which he was capable, the
arrow flicked forward, glanced off a rock —it would have missed —and
by sheer ironic accident was deflected again into its true path. It struck the
rat. ' '

And the bow had been drawn so weakly that the arrow did not
penetrate. The rat leaped upright, squeaking, and fled. And the useless
arrow lay where it had fallen while the starving man wept. He saw, now,
that it was the rat which would win the game and the stakes — and the side
bet.

The rat knew it, too. Two days later the man’s rations, both of food and
water, came to an end. He regarded them both for a long time. Once gone,
the rat would win their deadly game.

The man ate the bread and drank the water. He lay down. He did not
bother even to glance at the horizon, because the game was over and he
had lost. He was not suffering at all when night came, He felt no hunger and
even his thirst was not severe. He was peculiarly clear-headed and calm.
His body was weak, to be sure, but there were no gripings in his belly. He
lay and looked up at the stars and foresaw the rat’s winning of game and
stakes and side bet, and was unmoved by the foreknowledge. He was too
weak for emotion.

But then he heard a little sound, and in the starlight he saw a
movement, It was the rat. It was still for a long time. The man did not move.
It crept toward him. The man stirred. The rat stopped. Presently it sank
down on all fours, watching the man with glowing eyes.

There was silence save for the gurgling of the long, slow swells among
the rocks. The man even laughed weakly. The rat waited with a quivering
impatience. It had known nothing of rationing. It had eaten more fully than

the man, but not as often. Its whole body was a clamouring, raging hunger.
It quivered with a horrible desire to claim its winnings in the deadly game.

“No,” said the man detachedly. His voice was a bare croak, but there
was almost amusernent in it. “Not yet! The one who dies first loses. 'm not
dead yet...”

- Therat quivered. It backed away when the man spoke, its eyes flaring
hatred. But when he stopped it crept forward. A little closer than before. It
stopped only when the man stirred.

Then the man thought of something. He was very weak indeed, but at
the very beginning he had picked out some soft fibre from the cordage he
had saved. He had worked out a small spike, and he tested it against the
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rock. i i

ok :I; :lz(i ;s;efnac:)rlfzi -out a little seaweed, as more practical than hemp
Presliﬁgyh; (s;;u?; (ﬂ"le spcllke agamst the rock. It sparked. The rat retreated.
resentyite WES o :fll{rediagam. The man struck the spike again upon the
It happened many more times before the
sparks struck in the improvised oakum tinder:
tl“hen it fatigued the man very much to bIOV\;
ft and sift dried and érumpled seaweed upon
it—blowing the while — and later to transfer the
small coal to the assembly of little splinters he
had rpade ready long since. They were to kindle
the signal fire he had intended to light if a ship
should ever come into view. But now he lighted
the kindling because the rat was no more than
Fwo metres from him and he could hear it panting

in a desperate eagerness to claim its winnings
The flames caught and climbed. .

The rat-drew back slowly, its eyes desperate. The man watched
Ov?r his head malicious stars looked down, but now a hu : d
zll)gstz((iimg t(:(t)llli.mrm of smoke rose up, lighted fron'; below by the b‘i\ezé1 nIt
out the stars. And the flames climbed higher, cracklin .
223) tl:le ﬁgetl(;%a;i(:i:'Ib‘here 1;zvas a leaping thicket of yellow flame begngfflfifll};
e : ranches reared up for five metres. Six,

gfn detached u?candescence licked up into the thick smoke evelr)l0 I?lgg;zr;gsltll?ls
d the reddish-yellow glare upon the smoke made it into a radiant mist. .

¥ ;vould have been a pretty good signal, the man thoughit. o

. _ﬁn he thought o.f sorpething else, If he could have contrived to be
pon that heap of blazing timber, and if it should catch fire after he was

~ dead, the rat would never collect its winnings from the game

But that wouldn’t have been fair,” said the man lightheartedly. “It— it

~ would have been welshing...”

The rat vanished, crept i
. » crept into some crack or crevice to hide fr
om the
gi:l(‘iedand the heat of the fire. And the fire blazed up and up, and slowly
own, and when the dawn came the man saw smoke still rising from

_the ashes.

And again he saw the rat.

: ShIiSul:hhe }}lleard—he heard the rattle of an anchor chain. It was that of
- p that had seen the flame-lit smoke of the fire during the dark hours
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had thought it another ship ablaze, and had come to offer help. Now the
boat was on its way ashore.

When they carried the man to the small boat, he croaked out a request.
They placed him as he wished in the boat, so that as it pulled toward the
ship he saw the island. And he saw the rat upon it.

The rat ran crazily back and forth, squealing. The squeals were cries
of rage. The rat was a bare skeleton covered with tight-stretched hide, and
its rage was ghastly. Its disappointment was incredible. The man was being
carried away, and there was no other food upon the island.

«1...I've got a money belt on,” croaked the man. “There’s sixty dollars
init. ...I've lost a bet.” He rested for a moment. “] want to buy some food
and have it left on the island for that...rat. He won the game from me and
I...don’t want to welsh ont a bet...”

They lifted him carefully to the steamer’s deck. Weakly, he insisted on
this final favour. The boat went back to the island. It left a great heap of
more than fifty kilograms of ship’s biscuits where the sea was not likely to
wash any of it away. Before it had pulled out from the island, the rat had
flung itself upon the heap and was eating. _

They told the man. He grinned feebly...he had been fed...and went
incontinently to sleep. They told him afterward that the rat was still eating
when the ship sailed over the horizon.

What happened after that, the man never knew. But he felt that he had
paid the side bet.

Karlukc“stuw(lYS SR made the Tong ':_énd'_];')aiﬁfu_l journey to Wrangle

| Stz WS T Island, but many: died along the way or were
On June 17, 1913, thirteen scientists from “too exhausted to go on to Siberia. In March the

E oE K- &

around the world left Vaneouver aboard the ship
Karlyk to explore the Arctic with their Teader,

* Vilhjalmur Stefansson. The Karluk - became .

locked in a huge,. drifting ice pack in the early
days of August. By January the pressure of the

ice was beginning to crush the Karluk like a nut.
When their ship finally caved in, the’ astaways
“moved into the snow and ice houses they Had
- built on the drifting ice-island and begar to plot
4n escape to deserted Wrangle Island — 100 km

away— and from there to Siberfa. . -

captain saw no alfernative but to strike out onhis
‘own. Those who-stayed behind slowly exhausted
their supply of ammunition: Starvation took over
where frostbite had begun -and the remaining

%

castaways began to die. - -

-On September.

* vived the sui '"_niér’Wéfé ré_:ward'e:d; with-a sight

they had never really expected —a ship ‘steam-

ing towards them with their ¢aptain o deck. At

Jast the ice that had crushed Karluk was broken
by the bow: of the ship Stefansson had brought

 to take the castaways home.

L Gradually groups ‘of the’ Kariuk Castaways
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